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‘Thou glorious kingdome, thou chiefe of Empires’: Persia in Early Seventeenth-
Century Travel Literature 
The late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries saw a rise in European 
travel to Persia, and consequently in writings about such travel.1 Many of these 
emanated from the group surrounding the brothers Anthony and Robert Sherley, 
who first travelled to the East in 1598 and whose experiences in Persia were 
documented in a range of texts published in the early seventeenth century. The 
Sherleys’ journey to Persia was begun from Italy; originally bound for Ferrara in the 
service of the Earl of Essex, they eventually arrived in Persia via Venice in December 
1598, with the aim of promoting English interests there and assessing the potential 
for trade.2 It is uncertain whether the Persian expedition was undertaken with or 
without Essex’s knowledge or approval; neither brother went back to England 
before the earl’s death in 1601.  
After several months in Persia, Anthony returned to Europe in 1599 in 
company with , on an ambassadorial visit to a 
series of European courts.3 Robert, the younger brother, remained in Persia in the 
service of the Safavid ruler, Shah ‘Abbas I; he returned to Europe himself as ‘Abbas’s 
ambassador in 1609 and subsequently spent two extended periods in London, from 
1611 to 1613, and from 1623 to 1627.4 Both Sherley brothers, though born Protestant, 
are believed to have converted to Catholicism whilst in Persia, a fact which was 
probably known in England by the early years of James VI and I’s reign.5 Anthony 
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Sherley, initially forbidden to return to England by Elizabeth I because of his 
unauthorized departure, lived out his years mostly in Spain; Robert, unsuccessful in 
gaining James’s support for trade alliances with Persia, died there in disfavour with 
‘Abbas in 1628.6 
The Sherleys’ time in Persia, and the publication of the literature that 
surrounded their exploits there, occurred during a period when English relations 
with the East, and those of Persia with its neighbours, were changing. By the 
beginning of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman Empire and Persia had been in 
conflict for many years. ‘Abbas I had been obliged to sign away large amounts of his 
territory to the Ottomans on his accession to the throne in 1587, in order to give 
himself time to settle land disputes elsewhere. In 1603, the hostilities which had 
flared on and off between the Safavids and Ottomans for over a century were 
reignited when ‘Abbas sought to recover the most significant of the provinces which 
had fallen to Ottoman control.7  
At the same time, changes in Anglo-Ottoman relations affected English 
attitudes to Persia. As Matthew Dimmock has recently shown, James took a different 
approach to the Ottoman Turks from that of Elizabeth. Long known for his hostility 
towards the Ottomans, James portrayed them as a nation of ‘faithles’ and 
‘circumcised Turband Turkes’ battling ‘the baptiz’d race’, in the revised version of 
his poem on the Battle of Lepanto that was published for his coronation in 1603.8 In 
1601, the king had written to ‘Abbas to praise his military successes against the 
Ottomans and hint at future help from England in these endeavours.9 As Dimmock 
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has noted, the peace made with Spain in 1604 and the commitment to joint resistance 
to the Turk as the common enemy of Christendom showed ‘both to his own realm 
and to courts across Europe that English policy had decisively turned away from the 
associations cultivated by his predecessor’.10 The early years of the seventeenth 
century thus witnessed an increase in aggression between the Safavids and the 
Ottomans and overtures of a closer relationship between England and Persia from 
James, which had immediate consequences for Anglo-Persian relations. Increased 
trade with Persia, a long-held English interest, and closer diplomatic involvement, 
now seemed possible.11 English travel writings about Persia from this period, such as 
those about the Sherleys’ mission, were often written in support of such possibilities. 
This article is interested in the presentation of Persia in England during this 
period within this context; in particular it focuses on the ways in which Persia was 
contrasted to the Ottoman Empire in early seventeenth-century travel narratives, 
and the use to which these contrasts were put by fictional writings based on such 
narratives. In order to explore these questions, the article falls into two parts. The 
first examines the travel narratives of English visitors to Persia, and in particular 
those based around the voyages of the Sherley brothers. It examines how these 
narratives use their awareness of Islamic sectarian division to portray Persia as a 
good potential trading partner in preference to the Ottoman Empire. The second part 
of the article examines how a play by John Day, William Rowley and George 
Wilkins, The Travailes of the Three English Brothers (1607), builds on the material 
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provided by the travel narratives, and specifically their recognition of Islamic 
sectarian division, to develop a fantasy model of how relations between Persia and 
England might function. The evidence of these writings is that travellers to Persia in 
the early seventeenth century sought to emphasise the possible unity and closeness 
between England and Persia through the presentation of Persian religious identity as 
potentially close to Christianity. 
* * * 
Information on Persia and the Ottoman Empire reached early seventeenth-
century readers of English in a variety of ways. These included historical texts, such 
as Giovanni Tommaso Minadoi’s The History of the Warres Betweene the Turkes and the 
Persians (1595) and Giovanni Botero’s influential Historicall Description of the Most 
Famous Kingdomes and Common-weales in the Worlde (translated by Abraham Hartwell 
in 1603) and general or geographical works, like George Abbot’s A Briefe Description 
of the Whole Worlde (1599) and Peter Heylyn’s Microcosmus (1621). Accounts of 
individual travellers to the region were also available, such as William Biddulph’s 
The Travels of certain Englishmen into Africa, Asia, Troy, Bythinia, Thracia, and to the 
Blacke Sea (1609) and John Cartwright’s The Preachers Travels (1611). Two of Anthony 
Sherley’s English companions, William Parry and George Manwaring, as well as his 
French steward Abel Pinçon, wrote reports of their time in Persia and the Ottoman 
Empire in the early 1600s, in addition to Anthony’s own A True Report of Sir A 
Sherlies Journey (printed in 1600 and immediately suppressed), and Sir Anthony 
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Sherley his Relation of his Travels into Persia, printed in 1613.12 In addition, the 
publication of Anthony Nixon’s relation of all three brothers’ travels, The Three 
English Brothers, which appeared in 1607, the play by Day, Rowley and Wilkins 
which was based on Nixon’s pamphlet and first performed in the same year, and a 
pamphlet by Thomas Middleton, entitled Sir Robert Sherley and printed in 1609, all 
attempted to build interest in and support for the Sherleys at home. Later diplomatic 
missions to Persia would also result in publications about the country. Thomas 
Herbert, for example, who was attached to the first English ambassador in Persia, Sir 
Dodmore Cotton, wrote of his travels in Persia from 1627 in A Relation of Some Years 
Travaile (1634). 
Early seventeenth-century travel literature often records positive impressions 
of Persia, frequently making explicit comparison to the Ottoman Empire. In 
Herbert‘s account, Persia is portrayed as being home to people who are courteous to 
strangers, and also suitably strong and warlike: ‘No Nation in the Uniuerse has 
better nor more daring spirits in fight or exercise, then Persia has’.13 The Italian 
diplomat Giovanni Botero also suggested that ‘the forme of goverment amongst this 
nation is not like the gouernment of anie other Mahumetan people: neither is there 
to be seene the like policie in anie place through the whole east, as amongst the 
Persians.’14 Anthony Sherley even indicated that Persia could provide a political 
model to be imitated elsewhere: ‘the fashion of his *the Persian shah’s+ government 
differing so much from that which we call barbarousnesse, that it may justly serve 
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for as great an Idea for a Principality, as Platoes Common-wealth did for a 
Government, of that sort.’15 The Persians, governed by a monarch who claimed to be 
a descendent of ‘Ali himself (that is, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law), were 
renowned in the seventeenth century as a submissive people who followed their 
monarch’s commands without question.16 
For Anthony Sherley, Persian territories are ‘better inhabited, better governed, 
and in better obedience, and affection’ than those of the Ottomans.17 Writing of his 
travels through Asia twenty-five years later, Herbert also noted that ‘the Turkes be 
not comparable to the Persian for magnanimity and noblenesse of mind’ (p. 145). The 
superior treatment of Europeans in Persia was naturally a focus for many travellers; 
thus we find Manwaring insisting that ‘the country of Persia is far more pleasant for 
a stranger to live in than the Turks’ country’.18 Parry also mentioned the different 
treatment that might be expected in each place in terms that accord Persia an Edenic 
status: ‘we then happily entred the King of Persiaes country, where vpon our first 
entrance we thought we had bin imparadized, finding our entertainement to be so 
good, and the maner of the people to be so kinde and curteous (farre differing from 
the Turkes)’.19 Pinçon, too, emphasised the difference between Turk and Persian, and 
characterised it as intentional on behalf of the Persians: ‘les Persans ont en grande 
abomination les Turcs, les reputant impurs en leur loy’.20  
This reference to the divergence in ‘law’ between Persians and Ottomans 
attests to an important way in which their dissimilarity was understood in religious 
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terms. Since the start of Safavid rule in Persia, which began with the reign of Shah 
Isma’il I in 1501, Persia had been predominantly a Shi’ite state, whilst the Ottoman 
Empire remained largely Sunni.21 Shi’ism, the second largest denomination in Islam 
after Sunnism, is characterised by its attention to the spiritual authority of 
Muhammad’s family, and especially his daughter Fatima and her husband ‘Ali and 
their descendants. From the Shi’ite perspective, ‘Ali was the rightful successor of the 
Prophet Muhammad; the word shi’ism or al-shi’a derives from shi’at ‘Ali or ‘the party 
of Ali’, and many early references to the differences between Shi’ism and Sunnism 
identify attention to ‘Ali as a Shi’ite characteristic. The sectarian divide between 
Shi’ite and Sunni had played a part in the hostilities between the Safavids and the 
Ottomans during this time.22  
Descriptions of Persian religious practice demonstrate that early seventeenth-
century travellers comprehended that the sectarian division between Ottoman and 
Persian was significant and potentially useful. Several contemporary accounts speak 
of the Persians in terms which stress the superiority of their faith over that of the 
Ottomans, whilst recognising that both states are Islamic. For Parry, writing of his 
time in Antioch, the behaviour of the Ottomans, ‘besides that they are damned 
Infidells, and Zodomiticall Mahomets’, justifies ‘the hate we christians doe justly 
holde them in’ (10). Whilst recognising that the faith of the Persians is similar in 
‘devotion’, i.e., in its practical manifestations, he notes that they are ‘somwhat 
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different in religion’: ‘As the Persian praieth only to Mahomet, and Mortus Ally, the 
Turke to those two, and three other that were Mahomets servants’ (23). 
Parry was not the only European traveller to make a feature of this division 
between Sunni and Shi’a, and sectarian differences within Islam had long been 
noted.23 Herbert’s relation of his Eastern travels during the 1620s includes an 
explanation of the dissimilarity in belief and practice between Ottoman and Persian. 
Herbert describes how sectarian disagreement served political ends, with Persian 
establishment of Shi’ism envisaged as ‘a plot to make a perpetuall hatred between 
the Turkes and them, and to re-establish the Scepter in the line of Mortis Haly’ (159). 
The narrative reports that this purpose was achieved by Shah Isma’il I (the founder 
of the Safavid dynasty), who ‘perswades the Persians that Abubecher, Omar and 
Ozman, the three immediate Caliphs or Successours to Mahomet’, were ‘Villanes and 
Impostures, that most unjustly they opposed Mortis Haly, Mahomets sonne in Law, 
and heire by Legacie’. Although the Ottomans pray to these caliphs, the Persians 
‘thinke otherwise of them, as enemies to Mahomet, and all good men, and that all 
their Disciples were Toades, the of-scum of the earth & vile Apostates’. In return, the 
Ottoman Sunni Muslims ‘hate them like Dogges, and call them Rafadi and Caffarrs, or 
Schismaticks, and themselues Sonnj, and Mussulmen, which is truly faithfull’ (159). 
Herbert goes onto explain that the difference between Shi’ite Persian and Sunni 
Ottoman causes disruption between the two nations and faiths: ‘this diverstitie of 
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opinion causing that great opposition and hatred twixt the Turke and Persian, 
apparent to this day’ (163-4).24 
In attributing the aggression between the Ottoman and Safavid Empires to 
religious differences, early seventeenth-century travel writers were in accord with 
contemporary descriptions of the two nations. Heylyn’s Micrcosmus, in contrast to 
Pinçon, places the Ottomans as aggressors, saying of the Persians that 
Their religion is Mahumetanisme, in which they differ from the Turkes about 
the successours of Mahomet (as shall be shewed anon) and some other 
circumstances; hence the Turkes reputing them schismaticall, continually 
persecute them with the fire and the sword.25  
 
In A Briefe Description of the Whole Worlde, George Abbot described the sectarian 
divide between the two empires as the source of their fighting, which is mutual in 
origin: ‘the one pursuing the other as heretickes with most deadly hatred. In 
somuch, that there be in this respect, almost continuall wars between the Turkes, 
and the Persians.’26 Abbot, in company with other commentators from the period, 
naturally related this disunity within Islam to that of his own faith, stating that ‘as 
Papistes and Protestants doe differ in opinion, concerning the same Christ, so doe 
the Turkes, and Persians about their Mahomet’.27 As Kenneth Parker has noted, the 
contestation between Sunni and Shi’a, which was mapped on to the discord between 
Ottoman and Persian, was perceived during this period as the counterpart of that 
between Protestant and Catholic.28 In Europe, this ongoing conflict came to be seen 
as something from which European nations could benefit. Minadoi’s The History of 
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the Warres Betweene the Turkes and the Persians described the potential benefits for 
Europe in the engagement of ‘two enimies of Christ’ in 
a warre not onely long & bloudie, but also very commodious and of great 
oportunitie to the Christian Common-wealth: for that it hath granted leisure 
to the Champions of Christ to refresh and encrease their forces, being now 
much weakened by warres both Forreine and Ciuill.29 
Minadoi recognised that the conflict between the Ottomans and the Persians could 
be exploited to Christian advantage, since it turned Ottoman attention from the 
ambitions that might otherwise be targeted at Europe.30  
 By the early seventeenth century, there was a tradition within English 
Protestant literature of linking the Ottomans and the Catholics; in Foxe’s Acts and 
Monuments of 1570, for example, both the Ottoman sultan and the Pope are 
identified as types of the Antichrist.31 Writings about the East sometimes 
perpetuated this association between Ottoman and Catholic; Ralph Carr’s The 
Mahumetane or Turkish Historie, for example, which was printed in London in 1600, 
mentions that the ‘Caliphe doth execute his office as though he were both their Pope 
and their Emperor’.32 We might expect the travel narratives related to the Sherley 
mission, which attempted to support the Sherleys’ endeavours and promote Anglo-
Persian relations, to emphasise the correlation between Protestant and Persian which 
the potential identification of Ottoman with Catholic would seem to support. In his 
Relation of his Travels into Persia of 1613, Anthony Sherley mentions that the Persian 
shah is keen to maintain the Shi’ite identity of his state, to eliminate ‘that Religion of 
11 
 
Mahomet, which followeth the interpretation of Ussen and Omar, and to make his 
people cleave to that of Ally’, and organises ritual burnings of images of ‘Ussen and 
Omar’ to this purpose (Relation, 74). Hussein and Omar were the caliphs ‘venerated 
by Sunni Muslims but rejected as false prophets by the Shi’ites’.33 The burning of 
images is clearly understood by Sherley as having a political purpose, in that it 
encourages the religious unity necessary for tyrannical rule, but could also be 
interpreted as appealing to his potentially Protestant audience’s presumed distaste 
for graven images and similar decoration.34 As Anthony Parr points out, Shi’a Islam 
had a variety of features, including the burning of images, which might be expected 
to appeal to English Protestants.35 The potential correlation between Protestant and 
Shi’a might be strengthened by Isma’il’s commitment of his people to the Shi’a faith; 
with this action, Isma’il had undertaken a break from the Sunni majority which 
might appear to parallel England’s break from Rome. 
Other travellers also used their observances of Persian religion to emphasise 
the potential similarities between Persia and England. George Manwaring, for 
example, recorded Abbas’s conversation with a Franciscan friar in which Abbas 
mocked the Pope, criticising the notion that he is Christ’s representative on earth, 
and asserting that only ‘God the Father’ could pardon or forgive human sin.36 At this 
the friar was ‘stricken mute’, and Abbas reported to Anthony that ‘he *‘Abbas+ was 
almost a Christian in his heart since his *Anthony’s+ coming unto him’ (225). The 
suggestion that ‘Abbas was inclined towards Christianity featured in a variety of 
12 
 
reports from the period. Anthony Nixon, author of the pamphlet The Three English 
Brothers, hinted at the prospect of the shah’s conversion to Christianity, to which 
‘Abbas ‘lends such attentive eare’ that ‘he may in time bee brought to become a 
Christian’.37 As early as 1598, Geffrey Ducket had noted in his Further observations 
concerning the state of Persia that: ‘they say furthermore, that if he *Mortus Ali+ come 
not shortly, they shalbe of our beliefe’.38 Given that Shi’a Muslims believe ‘Ali should 
have inherited leadership after the Prophet’s death, Ducket’s observation 
demonstrates a willingness to link ‘Abbas’s interest in Christianity to his status as a 
Shi’ite Muslim. It should be noted, however, that Catholic travellers were just as 
interested in the prospect of the shah’s conversion to Christianity. In 1606, a 
pamphlet was published in Paris entitled La Nouvelle Conversion du Roy de Perse, 
which suggested that the shah had in fact already been converted by Jesuits at 
Pentecost in 1605.39 Similarly, Pope Clement VIII appears to have written to a 
supposedly Christian member of the shah’s harem in order to persuade her to help 
effect ‘Abbas’s conversion to the Christian faith.40  
It is perhaps because of their knowledge of and emphasis on Persian religious 
tolerance that the English reports printed in London stop short of stating explicitly 
that ‘Abbas favoured Protestantism over Catholicism. As well as English travellers, 
‘Abbas tolerated Catholic religious orders in his country and Catholics were also 
travelling to Persia for reasons of trade and diplomacy in the early seventeenth 
century.41 The shah himself seems to have been interested in links with any Christian 
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nation; he sought joint military action against the Ottoman Empire and promised 
toleration of Christians, both Protestant and Catholic. Still more significant for the 
English travel narratives must have been the Sherley brothers’ own religious status, 
following their conversion to Catholicism during their time in Persia; ‘Sir’ Anthony’s 
knighthood had been conveyed by a Catholic king, a fact which had caused some 
displeasure to his own monarch, Elizabeth. 42 On leaving Persia, Anthony, as Robert 
would be after him, was sent to the ‘Christian princes’ of Europe, travelling first to 
the papal court, rather than to his native land.  
Thus on their various missions to Europe as Abbas’s representatives, the 
Sherley brothers sought to appeal to Catholic as well as Protestant heads of state, 
and their aim was to achieve closer European ties with Persia, as well as closer 
Anglo-Persian relations.43 The narratives which describe their travels are generally 
unable to claim that their mission is Protestant in nature; it is likely that English 
audiences would have known enough about the Sherley brothers to have been aware 
that any claims made to Protestantism on their behalf would be unstable. The 
question of the religious status of the shah, the Sherleys, and their mission was to 
become a dominant feature of imaginative literature based on their adventures, as 
the second part of this article will demonstrate. 
* * * 
The Travailes of the Three English Brothers was first performed in 1607 at the 
Curtain Theatre by the Queen Anne’s Men.44 The play, based on Nixon’s The Three 
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English Brothers, is largely set in Persia, describing voyages and adventures in each 
brother’s life in the East and linking them through dumb-show and the narrative of a 
chorus. Thomas Sherley, Robert and Anthony’s older brother, journeys to Anatolia, 
where he is taken prisoner by ‘the Great Turk’, tortured, and eventually ransomed 
by Robert.45 Robert and Anthony spend most of the action of the play at the court of 
the Persian shah, whom they impress with their bravery and military skills, and 
outwit Persian officials who are jealous of their meteoric rise to power. By the end of 
the play, Anthony has returned to Europe with the shah’s embassy to the Christian 
princes and the papal court, and Robert is domiciled in Persia, married to the shah’s 
niece and made captain of the shah’s army.  
The Travailes was clearly part of efforts made by the Sherleys and their 
supporters to promote their activities in Persia and garner support for an Anglo-
Persian alliance. As Daniel Vitkus has recently argued, it might be expected to 
appeal to its audience’s patriotic feeling in order to gain support for the Sherley 
mission, or at least to counter negative reports.46 The play, which was entered on the 
Stationers’ Register only three weeks after Nixon’s pamphlet was printed, follows 
Nixon closely in terms of its relation of events.47 It is likely that both the pamphlet 
and the play were commissioned by Thomas Sherley or his supporters.48 By the time 
of The Travailes’ performance, however, Thomas Sherley was imprisoned in the 
Tower for his activities in a plot against the Levant Company; whilst audiences 
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watched the character Thomas languish on stage in an Ottoman jail, they may have 
known that the real Thomas was locked up more closely to hand.49 
The Travailes of the Three English Brothers has been characterised as an 
adventure play, a form of drama in which English heroes engage in patriotic feats in 
distant lands, reflecting the early modern stage’s sensitivity to cultural change.50 This 
kind of drama, as Claire Jowitt has shown in relation to the plays which dealt with 
the exploits of Thomas Stukeley, an adventuring predecessor of the Sherleys, is often 
informative about contemporary concerns and the interests of its audience regarding 
their own society, as well as about their perceptions of the foreign climes in which 
such plays were set. Jowitt has demonstrated, for example, how the Stukeley plays 
build on their prose narrative sources in order to ‘express broader anxieties about 
legitimate forms of masculine behaviour in Elizabethan England’.51 This activity is 
replicated by The Travailes, which expands on elements from its prose sources to 
articulate particular ideas of Englishness and English masculinity, as well as to 
demonstrate the worthiness of the Sherleys’ Persian activities. As Anthony Parr has 
argued in his edition of The Travailes, Renaissance theatre audiences partly went to 
the theatre in order to learn about the world beyond their shores;52 but as recent 
work by Jowitt and Vitkus, amongst others, has shown, these topical plays have as 
much to tell us about portrayals of English identities as they do of foreign ones. 
An imaginative work of drama rather than a purportedly factual report, The 
Travailes of the Three English Brothers stages the potential reception that English 
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travellers and traders might hope to receive in Persia, and presents the Persian court 
as open to infiltration by English influences. The character of Shah ‘Abbas, referred 
to in the play as the ‘Sophy’, is deeply impressed by his English visitors, and 
especially Anthony, feeling for him an admiration which extends to a desire for 
emulation. After his first conversation with Anthony Sherley, ‘Abbas exclaims: 
 What powers do wrap me in amazement thus? 
Methinks this Christian’s more than mortal. 
Sure he conceals himself! Within my thoughts 
Never was man so deeply registered. 
But God or Christian, or whate’er he be, 
I wish to be none other but as he.53 
 
To the Sophy, Anthony is both ‘worthy Englishman, and worthy Christian’ (ii. 238). 
In the opening scene, the Persian soldiers enact a battle between Ottomans and 
Persians, in which they return with the heads of the Ottoman prisoners on their 
swords. This is followed by a mock skirmish between Anthony and Robert, in which 
clemency is granted to the Christians’ captives, leading the shah to respond, ‘We 
never heard of honour until now’ (i.111), and to ask Anthony to teach him ‘unknown 
rudiments of war’: ‘Tell us thy precepts and we’ll adore thee’ (i.126, 127). 
Whilst relations between the shah and his English visitors are cordial for most 
of the action, the play demonstrates the pitfalls of inter-faith relations in other 
contexts. It portrays the Ottoman characters as vicious barbarians who seek to ‘make 
picking meat of their *Christians’+ carcases even to the very bones, and then leave 
them to the hangman’ (xii.5-7), whilst Anthony Sherley embodies an equally violent 
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religious fervour in his exclamation that ‘In death of pagans all Christ’s sons delight 
/ And I am one of them’ (ii.55-6). Relations between Shi’ite Persian and Christian are 
quite different, however. The Persians’ Shi’ite identity is made clear; they are 
devotees of ‘Mortus Ali’ as opposed to the Ottomans who are devoted to ‘Mahomet’ 
alone (i.87). In response to the shah’s inquiry as to the differences between Persian 
and Christian, Anthony explains that ‘our inward offices / Are most at jar’ (i.174-5), 
but that in all other ways they are the same, in a speech that ends in a plea for 
religious unity: 
All that makes up this earthly edifice 
By which we are called men is all alike. 
Each may be the other’s anatomy; *...+ 
One workman made us all, and all offend  
That maker, all taste of interdicted sin. [...] 
We live and die, suffer calamities, 
Are underlings to sickness, fire, famine, sword. 
We are all punished by the same hand and rod, 
Our sins are all alike; why not our God? (i.164-6, 170-1, 177-80) 
 
Anthony’s conversation with the shah is interrupted, so the audience is only able to 
guess at how ‘Abbas might have responded to this question, but his previous 
behaviour suggests his willingness to tolerate and even promote a Christian 
presence in Persia. ‘Abbas’s positive response to the English brothers concludes in 
his agreement to allow Robert to build a church, baptise his Persian-born son, and 
educate Christian children living in Persia in his own faith. With regard to the 
baptism, the shah exceeds the basic demand that he permit the ceremony and offers 
to stand as godfather to the child: 
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Baptize thy child, ourself will aid in it; 
 Ourself will answer for’t, a godfather. 
 In our own arms we’ll bear it to the place 
Where it shall receive the complete ceremony. (xiii.172-5) 
 
The shah’s reference to his intention to ‘make thy child the first Christian in the land’ 
(xiii.202) hints at the prospect of a larger Christian community in Persia, and perhaps 
gestures towards his own conversion, in keeping with Nixon’s statement that the 
shah not only stood as godfather to Robert’s children but is responding to the efforts 
of Robert, who ‘labours the king very much to Christianisme’.54 The audience of The 
Travailes would have been aware that only a Christian can perform the role of 
godfather in the Christian rite of baptism. 
 The Travailes follows its sources in referring to ‘the Christian’, ‘Christian’s 
faith’, ‘Christian love’ and so on, rather than differentiating between Protestant and 
Catholic, or openly acknowledging the Sherleys’ Catholicism. It could be argued 
that, in doing so, the play is seeking to reflect a unified image of Christianity in 
contrast to the fissure evident in the Islamic faith. This would seem particularly 
pertinent given the aim of promoting English attempts to build closer relations with 
Persia, as such relations would be dependent not only on the divide between 
Ottoman and Persian but also on the potential sense of unity between England and 
Spain or other Catholic partners against the Ottomans (which Matthew Dimmock 
describes as a feature of early Jacobean attitudes). Despite its English Protestant 
audience, the play avoids an opportunity to vilify Catholicism openly in its portrayal 
of the Pope on stage. The Pope joins with Anthony in his desire ‘to make Christian 
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Turkish land’ (v.88) and is a much more appealing figure than the Ottoman sultan, 
who describes himself as ‘the sole god of earth’ (viii.17) and orders Thomas to be 
racked in his presence with apparent enjoyment. The play dramatises the potential 
for an easy and mutually beneficial relationship with Persia against the Ottomans, 
representing a fantasy of how the Persian shah might respond to English visitors and 
of the qualities that such visitors might be expected to demonstrate. In this fantasy, it 
is not Robert and Anthony’s status as Protestant or Catholic which is most 
significant, but their status as Englishmen. 
* * * 
The contrasts between the Safavid and Ottoman Empires, and specifically 
Persia’s Shi’ite status, were used by English travel writers during this period in order 
to create an image of Persia as a nation open to English trade and travel. The 
narratives discussed here, and the play based on them, negotiate a series of 
oppositions, such as those between Ottoman and Persian, Sunni and Shi’a, and 
Protestant and Catholic. In doing so they seek to highlight particular differences, 
such as the gulf between the Ottomans and Safavids, whilst minimising others, such 
as that between Persian and Christian. The majority of the texts considered here 
were written in support of closer Anglo-Persian relations, and especially the Sherley 
brothers’ efforts towards this goal, which serves as a reminder of the political and 
economic motives that can influence the portrayal of a particular nation, people, or 
faith during this period. The evidence of these travel writings shows that the 
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relationship between Europe and the East in the early modern period was complex, 
varied and multi-dimensional. Historically, there has been a tendency in studies of 
early modern East-West relations to focus on the aggression and hostility between 
Christian and Muslim nations. William Dalrymple has noted, for example, that 
Bernard Lewis’s portrayal of Muslim-Christian relations has been one of ‘hostile 
blocs clashing incessantly for 1,500 years’, with early modern interactions between 
East and West seen as largely confrontational.55 As recent writings have established, 
however, the relationship between East and West during this period was not always 
antagonistic, and the tacit assumption of a ‘binary opposition between a civilized 
Christian ‚West‛ and the encroaching barbarity of an infidel ‚East‛’ is currently 
being submitted to radical reassessment.56 The writings considered in this article 
demonstrate travellers’ willingness to look for similarity and correlation between 
Christian and Muslim, as well as difference. 
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